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It is the Thursday night premiere of the latest blockbuster superhero film and to no one’s
surprise, it’s produced by the industry’s top group, Marvel Studios. The popcorn buckets are
filled, large drinks are in hand, and some moviegoers, adults and children alike, have even opted
to dress like their favorite Marvel characters. While many Marvel fans will delight at seeing
characters much like themselves on screen, this isn’t the case for everyone. In fact, female
superheroes have historically been underrepresented, mistreated, or objectified. In many popular
superhero teams, you will find them primarily composed of men with fewer women (The
Avengers, Guardians of the Galaxy, Fantastic Four, DC’s Justice League or Titans). This may
not matter to everyone, but this kind of representation can have real consequences. The Marvel
Cinematic Universe (MCU) plays a major role in today’s popular entertainment sphere, now
boasting numerous films, shows, and an Avengers Campus at Disneyland Resort, with the brand
being worth $10 billion as of 2022 (The Wealth Record, 2022). The organization has come a
long way since its Iron Man debut in 2008 and continues to expand upon a diverse collection of
heroes that include women and people of color. However, we must assess how Marvel has
portrayed two of the most prominent and powerful female heroes. The characters of Natasha
Romanoff (Black Widow) and Wanda Maximoff (Scarlet Witch) have the most appearances and
traceable progression as female Avengers. Therefore, they make the perfect case studies through
which to explore whether or not Marvel has done a fair and equal job in representation. The goal
of this project is to determine the manner in which female superheroes Natasha Romanoff and
Wanda Maximoff are portrayed by Marvel Studios’ depictions. These portrayals will help us
understand if Marvel reinforces or challenges sexism placed upon female superheroes, given that
their role as leaders in the industry influences other media. The following questions guided my
research process: What does the physical appearance of this superhero say about her character?
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How does her appearance speak to how she is viewed as a woman? What is in the significance of
the relationships this hero has with others? How does this help her story or help the stories of
male characters? How has power and identity shaped these female heroes? What do their
identities tell us about how Marvel sets the stage for female heroes going forward? Over the
course of the subsequent sections of this project, I will address the impact of Marvel Studios and
why their company matters regarding female superhero representation, the history of
mistreatment for female heroes, the linear progression of the two female heroes, and what these
two characters’ depictions throughout multiple Marvel productions tell us about the future of
heroes.
Literature Review
Before discussion of my own observations via textual analysis, it’s critical to review
relevant literature, including female superheroes in media, their mistreatment, the power and
impact of superhero media and Marvel Studios, and Marvel’s representation of female heroes.
The superhero genre has come a long way from its five-cent comic book origins to today,
where it now is the top-grossing genre and carries with it a popularity among all ages. As J.
Ameter states, “The superhero genre is diverse in that in most respects it appears equally popular
to both teenage and adult audiences” (2019, p. 1). Ameter and other scholars have found that the
depiction of gender in superhero films, like in Marvel, has an enormous impact, with the effects
trickling into society. Despite the superhero genre and Marvel being popular and powerful,
inequality for women remains. “Women are not widely accepted as part of the superhero
industry,” Ameter argues, evident as the depictions of female superheroes are often for the male
gaze or for male-based enjoyment and audiences. Alexander notes how such depictions have real
life effects. Alexander states that actors and actresses playing superheroes are treated similar to
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the characters they portray (Alexander, 2012). Therefore, a poor portrayal of female superheroes,
or one that is harmful and sexist, could have strong consequences for women. Ameter
emphasizes, “Identity can be as important to a community as it is to individuals, and if your
gender is not accurately represented within an industry, it can strip the power of your gender as a
whole” (2019, p. 3). By silencing the voices of women and limiting relatable, authentic
portrayals, this can harm how girls and women see themselves as people and superheroes. They
may feel limited and not strong enough to follow through with their dreams, having been treated
secondary to men. The need to take a good look at the superhero industry powerhouse that is
Marvel has never been more important. Their influence is unmatched, and it is they who will set
the standard for other companies to follow.
The Impact of Marvel Studios
The organization with the highest numbers in the box office is Marvel, averaging
between $260 million and $430 million in 2021 (Net Worth Spot, 2022). The pop culture
phenomenon is loved by adults, but also by young people coming into their own and growing up
alongside the movies. Ameter notes the appeal of the films happens “during the years central to
developing their identities and opinions,” when the action-packed genre certainly plays a part
(Ameter, 2019, p. 1). When it comes to sparking interest in comics, the impact Marvel has had
on entertainment, the superhero genre, and society is clear. It is difficult to find any other studio
that has the licensing to so many iconic characters or the ability to craft interwoven origin and
team-up stories in one complex and connected universe. In 2022, Marvel has come a long way
from its beginning with Iron Man in 2008, releasing their newest Disney+ shows, Moon Knight
and Ms. Marvel. There are currently 27 movies and six shows on Disney+ with additional
Marvel shows a part of other networks like ABC, Freeform, and more. Many more shows are in
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production and are set for future releases. More fans than ever before are finding a character they
can relate to since there has been added diversity, and characters that simply look and act like
everyday people. There are more female characters, Black and brown characters, and characters
of all ages and abilities in Marvel media. In addition, an increase in merchandise and
entertainment occurred with Disney’s ownership. Disney purchased Marvel Entertainment in
2009 for $4 billion, and they have more than made their money back with their tremendous
success (Burton, 2021). Jenkins states that “convergence represents a cultural shift as consumers
are encouraged to seek out new information and make connections among dispersed media
content” (2006, p. 2-4). The formula Marvel Studios has established involves interwoven stories
through film and TV media, along with active fan participation and connection making. Being a
part of the phenomenon drives fans. The company continues to push out films and movies with
success but must keep including women. They have taken a chance on creative directors who
weren’t familiar with producing superhero films but drew from the experiences they had
elsewhere (Harrison et al., 2020). In addition, their goal is to break the formula and keep their
content fresh, not formulaic. This is how they captivate audiences and attract the loyal fanbase
they have today. An audience that includes everyone encourages loyalty, respect, and the notion
that anyone can be a hero. However, media hasn’t always granted this level of treatment to their
female heroes, beginning back at their early comic book origins.
History of Female Heroes in Media
The first female superhero is often considered to be Fantomah, Mystery Woman of the
Jungle, making her first debut in Jungle Comics #2 in February of 1940 and likely serving as the
base so many powerful women today were modeled from. She would transform from gorgeous
woman to a terrifying monster and stood for both “terror and justice” (Schneider, 2016). At the
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time, this was groundbreaking considering that prior to 1940, women in comics were never
written as heroes or central characters taking charge of their circumstances or fighting crime.
Here, Fantomah was the start of a long road to progress, not just for comics, but for all of the
women that came after. In 1941, Quality Comics gave the world Phantom Lady who has had four
women take up the title over the years and fights crime with black light and invisibility
(Schneider, 2016). Some of the other early female superheroes were The Blonde Phantom
(1946), the star of a series Timely Comics (what would become Marvel Comics) specifically
geared toward young women, and Golden Girl (1947) as the standout and well-developed female
sidekick to Captain America introduced by Marvel Comics. Marvel’s Namora (1947) was
completely equal in strength and power to her male counterpart Namor (1939). This differs from
DC Comics’ hero Supergirl (1972) from her cousin Superman (1938) as they were not given as
many parallels (Schneider, 2016). Additionally, we see a lot of contemporary characters in some
of these earlier ones. Miss Fury (or Black Fury) debuted in 1941 and is considered the first
superheroine written by a woman. She donned a catsuit similar to today’s Catwoman, before
Catwoman wore her well-known costume and accessories. The early female superheroine spy
Sun Girl (1948), aka Mary Mitchell, also clearly paved the way for the Black Widow (1964
debut) we know today adding a new kind of hero and character not seen previously.
One of the most powerful and impactful superhero women of all time is Diana Prince or
as we know her so well, Wonder Woman (1941) of DC Comics. The early stories of her are not
nearly as forward thinking as we might hope to be in 2022, but she is a character who has
represented justice, empowerment, and equality for more than 70 years as an inspiration to
women. Despite this, she was created by William Moulton Marston, who invoked his BDSM
interests in Wonder Woman’s comics. On one hand, Wonder Woman’s strengths and intelligence
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as a powerful hero have long been celebrated. On the other, it is important to recognize she was
produced through and for the male gaze, and has been heavily sexualized (Baer, 2020). As time
progressed, from the seventies and onward, more women took center stage as iconic female
heroes that moved us to where we are today, with many heroes and role models. However, the
treatment of female superheroes has been far from fair, especially when compared to the
unwavering love for male heroes like Batman, Superman, and Iron Man. Batman for many years
has been a major male superhero, with the newest depiction portrayed by Robert Pattinson in
2022. According to CNBC, “Batman films averaged between $250 million and $400 million in
global box office ticket sales,” and “2008’s ‘The Dark Knight’ was the first Batman film to
generate more than $1 billion worldwide” (Whitten, 2022). Prior to Marvel, Batman was and still
is considered one of the most iconic superheroes of all time. In addition, Superman’s many
remakes were popular. Iron Man’s massive impact didn’t translate onscreen until Robert
Downey Jr’s portrayal in 2008. Regardless, male heroes are most often considered to be some of
the well-known names, but some women like Wonder Woman, Cat Woman, and others have
risen in their recognition.
While women have shifted to filling more than an assisting role, progress is still needed.
Perhaps if DC and Marvel take the reins for increased representation, other companies will
follow, and a consistent pattern can begin over time. The push must begin with genuine effort.
The Mistreatment of Female Superheroes
Female superheroes in media haven’t always been given room to grow, but rather put in a
box of previously established roles to fill, such as the love interest of a male or the one woman
on a team of all men, often being involved with or supporting one of them in particular. Look to
many superhero movie posters and you’ll find female love interests worriedly and beautifully
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clutching the arms of men. Alexander argues, “Read a recent article or review of a comic-book
action film and you’ll notice reporters and critics tend to flatter male tight-wearers with deep
thoughts about their characters’ motivations, while their female costars are forced to submit to
inane questions about their costumes” (Alexander, 2012). Since these superhero films and shows
derive from many comics that are “inherently sexist and objectifying to begin with” it becomes
all the more difficult to make positive strides (Alexander, 2012). It also doesn’t help that female
representation in previous superhero movies depict women as support to emphasize the strengths
of men or as eye-candy, such as Silk in Watchmen or Hallie Berry’s Catwoman film (Ameter,
2019, p. 2). Not taking them as seriously sets the standard for all of media to do the same, seen
with the continuation of tropes like the damsel-in-distress or the token woman in the male-lead
superhero team. The way production companies with such large influences, like Marvel, have
portrayed female heroes trickles down to small companies and other forms of media.
In 2018, BBC News addressed feminism in Marvel and explored “leaked Sony emails
from Marvel Entertainment CEO Isaac Perlmutter under the subject ‘Female Movies’ [that] were
made public” (Barrett, 2018). He called the Elektra film “a very bad idea,” Catwoman a
“disaster,” and Supergirl “another disaster” (Barrett, 2018). This shows the way the
entertainment industry (and Marvel) sometimes, but not always, feels about female superheroes.
Additionally, Darom draws attention to Marvel having female characters always look their best
and never appearing physically vulnerable. Thor gained weight and experienced depression in
Avengers: Endgame and was made fun of and insulted as a response. Darom points out:
Handsome Norse god Thor grows a thicket of a beard and a beer belly – and stays that
way throughout the film! Can we imagine his Avengers’ colleague Black Widow, played
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by one of our era’s most beautiful actresses, with a bulging gut? Wonder Woman with a
rocky complexion? The Wasp with anything but a wasp waist? (2019)
How these characters were chosen to look, dress, and present themselves greatly factors into the
unequal standards between male and female superheroes. “Female characters become romantic
objects instead of existing as independent beings,” as seen with Betty Ross solely serving as the
damsel to be rescued in The Incredible Hulk, for example (Gerard, M. & Poepsel, M., 2019).
In addition to these tropes, females in media outside of Marvel often have been placed in
the “femme fatale” role, as many consider Black Widow to be. A femme fatale is defined as “a
hyper-sexualized product of the male gaze, from a fear of female sexuality, and a woman who
uses destruction and seduction as her ultimate and only weapon” (Draycott, 2021). It is seen as
harmful by some as women who fall under this category are often killed off in media or watch
people die as victims of their sexuality (Draycott, 2021). It is believed that a strong female
character who owns her sexuality, her only weapon or not, is a character that threatens a strong
man. Fans and critics have argued that Black Widow’s power in this role makes her character
even better, rather than worse. Besides this, many female superheroes have experienced heavy
sexualization. Wonder Woman was seen as a feminist hero who was powerful and strong,
fighting in the name of justice (Muszynski, 2016, p. 2-3). She also was given costumes that
showed off her body, emphasizing the importance that was placed upon female superheroes to be
sexy. Along with costuming, Wonder Woman continues to be sexualized with BDSM subtext as
she is often seen tying up her victims in films and welding a gold lasso. Female superhero
costumes often focus on form and appearance, rather than comfort and functionality. Male
superhero costumes sometimes address both. These efforts seemed to change as the audiences for
comic books and media became geared towards wider audiences, who paid less attention to
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female superheroes upholding beauty standards. Regardless of the role given to them (femme
fatale, love interest, etc.), many female heroes have been hypersexualized, if not to make up the
neglected characteristics that make them multidimensional beings (May, 2015). This creates the
distorted image of what a female superhero should be: stunning and sexy and adhering to
hegemonic beauty standards. However, this has to potential to result in consequences of selfesteem issues and increased focus on body image and gender roles. The mistreatment of female
superheroes is more than just upsetting; it can risk the health and happiness of many.
While other companies and studios play huge roles in how female superheroes are
presented, Marvel Studios arguably has the largest name and influence, and therefore, impact.
Many look to Marvel to see how they have written their female heroes. The New York Times
asked students to respond to the question “Do we need more female superheroes?” and one
student, Alexandria from Lakewood, OH, stated, “When you don’t see people that are like you –
struggling, flawed, anti-heroic – it’s difficult to accept who are, to love yourself for who you are”
(The Learning Network, 2019). Female superheroes can encourage girls and boys to believe in
their own potential by showing superheroes who don’t look like and act like one type of person.
Representation of Women in Marvel
The way Marvel and its established universe has portrayed and represented women has
not always been favorable. The “unequal portrayal of the genders” argued by Ameter is evident
through the comparison of male superheroes, solo movies, and even merchandise production and
sales. “Female fans of Marvel claim lack of representation of women in its media compared to
men. It is still considered a debate because men and Marvel representatives either deny this claim
or seek to justify it” (Ameter, 2019, p. 1). Denial and dismissal do not work.
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Only in more recent years have female superheroes received their own solo projects or
films, compared to the first ten of Marvel centering on men. Some of the most popular characters
like Iron Man, Captain America, Hulk, and Thor all had their own solo films or large
contributions to the focal Avengers films. In addition, the next wave or generation of Avengers
features more women but the loss of its only female original Avenger. The release of Captain
Marvel in 2019 brought the character’s origin story into the MCU as a solo film and set her up
for her big Avengers: Endgame debut to help the other heroes. Captain Marvel’s actress Brie
Larson received heavy criticism for her role as Carol Danvers, with internet trolls calling her
“stiff, wooden, and sexist against men” (Abad-Santos, 2019). The movie’s pre-release resulted in
negative aggressive reviews and questions of whether or not Larson was strong enough to play
the superhero role. Rotten Tomatoes cracked down on the way users can review films,
preventing fake reviews and reviews from being written prior to a film’s actual release date. The
aggression towards Larson is believed to have been because she speaks out about the lack of
diversity in media and the importance of feminism. Female led projects such as Captain Marvel
often start off being questioned or having to prove themselves prior to the media even being
released.
The Black Widow solo film had been speculated, discussed, and had its release date
moved many times, finally releasing in the summer of 2021 (Tillman, 2021). Not only was Black
Widow finally given her own solo film, but it was also considered a simultaneous gain and a
loss. On one hand, in the film, Natasha works with newly introduced strong female characters
including Melina Vostokoff and Yelena Belova to help many women. On the other, many felt
Natasha was overshadowed by her younger sister, with the film working more to set her up as the
new Black Widow and less about Natasha singularly. Yelena’s quick-witted lines and endearing
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personality received a lot of social media attention, quickly making her a fan favorite. While
Natasha was recognized for her own film, a lot of praise shifted from her to other characters
within the film, but mostly to her younger sister. It is considered a win though that many strong
female characters made their way into the film.
The male characters of the universe received solo films (trilogies for Iron Man, Captain
America, and now Spider-Man), but Black Widow only obtained her solo film 13 years after her
character was introduced in 2008, fighting for years alongside the male heroes, culminating in
her sacrificial Endgame death in 2019. Toys have started to include some of the newest women
in the MCU like Sersi, Makkari, Sprite, and Thena from Eternals, Captain Marvel, the Wasp, and
more. However, Iron Man 3’s (2013) hidden change of villains reveals sexism still at work as
this would have been when the first main female villain entered the universe. The character of
Maya Hansen, an old friend of Tony Stark, in initial film plans, was supposed to play a larger
role in the film and serve as the antagonist. Instead, she was swapped for a male character and
reduced because of corporate fears that “toys based on a female villain wouldn’t sell as good
compared to a male character” (Hood, 2020). At the time, the brand cared for their product sales
more than the effects this would have on audiences, comprised of many women and young girls,
too. It wasn’t until four years later that the first Marvel female villain, Hela, sister of Thor,
appeared in Thor: Raganarok (2017). The hesitancy to allow women to have larger roles has
made some people upset with Marvel and has led to their seeking more female representation.
Ameter states, “Some claim that solutions to the problem of harmful gender roles within the
MCU (and superhero industry as a whole) are right around the corner, while others claim we
have a long way to go” (Ameter, 2019, p. 3).
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Captain Marvel (2019) was given mixed reviews as the first female superhero film, but
many felt it was a good character for have young girls and women to look up to. However, they
aren’t the only ones to benefit from powerful female representation. Young boys and men
actually look up to strong female characters, even when they are deemed “for the girls.” This is
due to the increase in female protagonists in media — Katniss Everdeen, Rey Skywalker, and
Supergirl — especially since 2015, as this allows boys to see from the perspectives of strong
women. Girls have had to “emphasize and relate to male leads for years, now boys are doing the
same for female ones,” which is a shift in representing female heroes for both men and women
(Siede, 2016). It appears as young boys and men were seen as the primary audiences for
superhero media, and that girls and women would watch the male-centered stories. Siede (2016)
also argues that “female heroes are even more important for boys than girls,” supported by
Zachary (2018) who found that “both boys and girls suggested that there aren’t enough women
in fantasy and sci-fi.” Superhero representation impacts more than just girls, but rather can
impact people of all ages and demographics.
Female superheroes and strong women in the MCU have expanded beyond Black Widow
and Scarlet Witch, adding new solo films and women in featured roles. Smith thought too much
pressure was placed on Carol Danvers, a.k.a. Captain Marvel, to override the long-term pattern
of the “overwhelmingly male-dominated genre” (Smith, 2019). Carlin felt Captain Marvel is
“here to show moviegoers that women run the world. And very soon, they may even run the
MCU” (Carlin, 2018). The introduction of Margaret “Peggy” Carter in Captain America: The
First Avenger in 2011 has shown Marvel is capable of creating strong female characters. She is
always featured in military uniform as a British MI6 agent and founding member of
S.H.I.E.L.D., serving as director at one point. As of 2022, Peggy Carter has appeared in several
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films: Captain America: The First Avenger, the Marvel One-Shot short film Agent Carter,
Captain America: The Winter Soldier, Avengers: Age of Ultron, Ant-Man, and Avengers:
Endgame (Bone, 2022). While she is the love interest for Steve Rogers, she had her own show
Agent Carter and appeared in the second season of Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. Alternative
versions of her character include Peggy Carter taking the Super Soldier Serum instead of Steve
Rogers, becoming Captain Carter. In Doctor Strange and the Multiverse of Madness, set to
release in May 2022, Captain Carter and Scarlet Witch are both confirmed to be in the film.
Marvel is growing in the more recent years in both diversity and size. Therefore, they will have
to show multidimensional fairly represented female characters to make good on their promises of
adding strong women. The progress being made so far is solid and progressive in some ways, but
will it continue?
Method
For this research, I conduced a qualitative textual analysis in order to understand the
portrayal of women in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, specifically Natasha Romanoff and
Wanda Maximoff. Though I’d previously seen all the media included for the project, I conducted
a second close read for this thesis. Natasha Romanoff is also known as the assassin, spy, and
skilled fighter, Black Widow. Wanda Maximoff is a witch with powers of reality manipulation,
telekinesis, transmutation, conjuration, energy absorption, life creation, and more. She is also
known as the Scarlet Witch. In total, they are the two female characters with the most amount of
screentime in the MCU. Romanoff is in eight movies: Iron Man 2, The Avengers, Captain
America: The Winter Soldier, Avengers: Age of Ultron, Captain America: Civil War, Avengers:
Infinity War, Avengers: Endgame, and Black Widow. Maximoff is seen in four movies and one
show: Avengers: Age of Ultron, Captain America: Civil War, Avengers: Infinity War, Avengers:

Tavares 15
Endgame, and WandaVision. Compared to their male counterparts, especially Tony Stark/Iron
Man, it is hard not to believe that female characters are still considered secondary as the shift
into a more equal playing field has only recently begun to take place. This is seen through the
comparison of these two characters with the five original male Avengers’ appearances as Tony
Stark, Steve Rogers, Clint Barton, Bruce Banner, and Thor all have six or more. Other female
characters that are important for consideration include Carol Danvers (3 film appearances),
Okoye (3 film appearances), Valkyrie (2 film appearances), Jessica Jones (5 TV appearances),
Shuri (3 film appearances), Gamora (3 film appearances), Hope Van Dyne (3 film appearances)
and Dr. Jane Foster (2 film appearances). Some of these characters do have alternate versions
featured in the Disney+ show What If? in addition to the listed appearances. Natasha Romanoff
and Wanda Maximoff were selected for this research due to their extensive appearances with a
trackable and linear progression. Also, research about them will help us understand other female
characters moving forward and as they appear in future Marvel media. Other female characters
were not explored in this research due to their lack of appearances in comparison to Natasha and
Wanda. The research questions that guided my close analysis were:
•

What does the physical appearance of this superhero say about her character?

•

What is the significance of the relationships this hero has with others?

•

How does this help her story or help the stories of male characters?

•

How has power and identity shaped these female heroes?

•

What do their identities tell us about how Marvel sets the stage for female heroes
going forward?

I looked for what made the two women themselves, how their portrayals factored into
their identities, and what made them stand out as heroes and as female superheroes too. Evidence
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was compiled, for each character separately, into three representational categories for analysis:
physical appearance, relationships, and identity and power. Each of these sections argue about
who the pair are as characters, their established roles in the MCU, and what these depictions say
about the representation of women in superhero films.
Analysis
Section 1: Physical Appearance and Sexualization
The physical appearances of female superheroes in the MCU, Natasha and Wanda, have
been up for debate as to whether or not they are oversexualized or empowered as strong women.
Overall, Black Widow has experienced more obvious examples of sexualization, whereas the
sexualization of Scarlet Witch only occurs with a brief corset addition to her superhero
costuming.
Physical Appearance and Sexualization: Black Widow
Black Widow in Marvel Comics is known as Natasha Romanova and has short to
medium length red-orange hair with a black full-body catsuit. She has a circular red and gold belt
with matching gold gauntlet bracelets (“The Widow Gauntlets”) that deliver energy blasts. This
costume and physical appearance are extremely similar to how she looks in the Marvel films.
Natasha Romanoff, with a changed last name, had a difficult time entering the scene as the first
female Avenger in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, being treated in a way not seen with the other
male Avengers. Immediately she became a sexualized hero, and as she progressed as a character,
she shifted further away from that first image presented. Her actress, Scarlet Johansson, has been
considered the sexiest woman in the world multiple times and is quite famous for her acting and
her beauty, but as a result, the character has been seen in a similar fashion. The media has also
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focused on many of the male actors’ attractiveness and physical appearances in Marvel.
Johansson’s Black Widow, though, appeals more to the male fantasy and through the male gaze.
Varying slightly in each of the Marvel films, Natasha Romanoff often wears a black longsleeved catsuit with her gauntlets (either gold or black) with a belt, black boots, and wields her
electroshock batons. The outfit is often form-fitting and tight. Her hair color is always red
orange, but changes between long and short and curly and straight. It is blonde briefly. In
addition to her appearance, the name of “Black Widow” in myth refers to the female Black
Widow spider who kills the male after sex. Similarly, Black Widows trained in the Red Room
Academy in Marvel are meant to be seductive, beautiful, and dangerous assassins. They are
trained girls and women who all received forced sterilization. The purpose is to keep them
attentive to their missions and goals, forbidding motherhood. This further adds to the
sexualization and mystery behind Black Widow’s character.
Johansson has expressed over the years her changing views towards Black Widow’s
sexualization, looking back on her debut in the Iron Man 2 movie directed by Favreau. Natasha
seems to serve as the mysterious and attractive girl who can do it all, but this is just a small part
of her skillset. She is much more than that. Natasha is a character that is sexualized, but she often
strategically uses her sexuality to her advantage. She plays coy and inexperienced briefly to
Happy Hogan (close friend to Tony Stark and Head of Security at Stark Industries) and Tony but
beats up Happy with her fighting skills in the boxing ring after stepping in seductively and
slowly (Favreau, 2010). Director Favreau also implemented a scene where Romanoff is seen
through the male gaze, changing into her Black Widow outfit while Hogan struggles to watch the
road. Where she is perhaps the most sexualized is when Tony looks up part of Natalie’s
“biography,” finding she was “a lingerie model in Tokyo.” This was clearly a creative choice by
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director Favreau (aka Happy Hogan) and implemented to show the womanizer antics of Tony as
well as the obvious sexualization of Natasha Romanoff. Tony remarks: “I want one. She’s got
everything I need,” indicating that she is an object to be acquired and clearly prized for her looks
(Favreau, 2010). Nothing at this point of her skills and personality is sought for the assistant role.
Even Pepper, Tony’s girlfriend, who is familiar with Stark’s behavior, tells Tony, “That,” in
reference to Natasha, “is a sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen” (Favreau, 2010).
Johansson, in a 2021 interview with Robinson (2018) from Collider, remarked on her opinion of
the sexualization of Black Widow:
Yeah. It definitely has changed, and I think part of that change has probably —
it’s hard because I’m inside it, but probably a lot of that is actually from me too. I’ll be 35
years old and I’m a mom and my life is different. Obviously, 10 years have passed, and
things have happened, and I have a much different, more evolved understanding of
myself. As a woman, I’m in a different place in my life, you know? And I felt more
forgiving of myself, as a woman, and not — sometimes probably not enough. I’m more
accepting of myself, I think. All of that is related to that move away from the kind of
hyper-sexualization of this character and, I mean, you look back at Iron Man 2 and while
it was really fun and had a lot of great moments in it, the character is so sexualized, you
know? Really talked about like she’s a piece of something… and maybe at that time that
actually felt like a compliment. You know what I mean? Because my thinking was
different. Maybe I even would have, you know, my own self-worth was probably
measured against that type of comment, or, like a lot of young women, you come into
your own and you understand your own self-worth. It’s changing now. Now people,
young girls, are getting a much more positive message, but it’s been incredible to be a
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part of that shift and be able to come out the other side and be a part of that old story, but
also progress. Evolve. I think it’s pretty cool.
She notes that the view on female superheroes is fortunately becoming more positive, like
with Black Widow’s progression from 2010. Being objectified or portrayed in such a sexualized
manner may have been seen as acceptable not only for the actresses, but for audiences who were
so used to that role female superheroes were routinely put in.
Changing ever so slightly in variation, Black Widow often wears her form-fitting black
suit with a belt, boots, and her famous “Widow Bite” weapons. Over the years the shift occurs
due to Black Widow’s shift into more of a fighter and the fan demand for practicality. She also
utilizes electroshock batons. Interestingly, the very first time we meet her in Iron Man 2, she is
wearing a white top and black pants. Some of the Black Widow motif is present here, with the
white shirt seeming to fit the Natalie Rushman undercover role of perfection and purity, as that is
the role that is taking priority in Iron Man 2. Natalie Rushman is merely a persona that Natasha
Romanoff portrays in order to spy on Tony Stark but maintains a level of seductiveness while
doing so. It also shows that while she sometimes has to go undercover, her Black Widow role
bleeds through. The black clothing can literally symbolize her status as a S.H.I.E.L.D. agent (as
their branding too is black) and as the master assassin, spy, and fighter that previously worked
for the KGB (police of the former Soviet Union who performed espionage, counterintelligence,
and other undercover work). In the films, S.H.I.E.L.D. is an American governmental counterterrorism organization that Tony Stark’s father Howard cofounded. It stands for Strategic
Homeland Intervention, Enforcement, and Logistics Division. On the surface, symbolized
through the white top, she is temporarily becoming “intern” Natalie Rushman to spy on Tony,
with the color representing perfection, coolness, simplicity, innocence, precision, and much
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more. As the movies progress, Natasha’s appearance becomes more about comfort and
functionality for whatever tasks she is doing herself or with the Avengers, namely better suited
for combat. Still, the sexualization and objectification of Black Widow occurred throughout the
character’s appearances. Unlike many of the male characters like Bruce Banner, T’Challa, Loki,
James Rhodes, Clint Barton, or Sam Wilson, she experienced more close-up body shots, has
flirty moments with multiple male characters, and had Bruce Banner fall onto her chest. These
male characters are often fully clothed and have more emphasis placed on their superhero skills
and powers. Marvel stars Jeremy Renner and Chris Evans joked with an interviewer in 2015
about her getting together with Bruce Banner and not their characters Hawkeye and Captain
America, calling her a slut and a whore in jest as a response (Cox, 2015). Even in Spider-Man:
Homecoming (2017), one of the high school students remarks that he “has a hot date with Black
Widow tonight,” showing how the Avenger is viewed within the MCU. The first time she is in
The Avengers (2012), she is tied to a chair being interrogated by criminals, in a vulnerable
position and outfit that shows off her body. While she is executing a careful plan all along, she is
still subjected to the male gaze, sexualized, and portrayed with the intentions of pleasing a
mostly male audience. While Black Widow is meant to be the attractive femme fatale, she is
aware of this treatment and utilizes it in some ways to her advantage. Johansson remarked to
Robinson (2021):
I think actually Natasha uses her sexuality as a means to feel, to sort of manipulate a
situation and then be coquettish and sly and then she’s going to take your legs out…She’s
going to be seductive in this way, and that’s her power. Her power’s in her sexuality, and
then that changed over time. Her strength was actually her vulnerability.

Tavares 21
She grows to take charge of her sexuality and appearance for herself and as a personal strategy.
Natasha has a brief but genuine romance, of her own honest accord, with Bruce Banner, but it
ended suddenly and unexplainably. Natasha weaponizes her sexuality and appearance as a strong
woman, but it certainly does not define her, as her leadership, skills, friendships, and loyalty
become more prominent. Johansson also said of Natasha’s sacrificial ending: “She saves her
friend. She saves everyone. And I think that just being in that kind of headspace and be[ing] able
to make that decision, that selfless act is so incredibly powerful” (Robinson, 2021). Natasha’s
character, although highly sexualized in comparison to the male heroes in her midst, shifts from
a hypersexualized hero to one that is attractive, yes, but so much more defined and complex. The
choice to become a mother and to have a traditional family was taken from her. Many women
choose to be a mother and have children, while others do not, but Natasha was not allowed to
even make that choice, as being sterile gave the Red Room’s overseer (Dreykov) leverage over
the women. The Red Room (or the Black Widow Program) worked to make women obedient and
tough assassins and spies, against their will and through heavy and traumatic psychological
conditioning. It was believed that they would not compromise missions for their children if
Widows were sterilized forcibly. Natasha mourns the loss as she seemed to want a family of her
own. Therefore, Natasha weaponizes the sexuality she does have alongside her numerous other
skills and traits.
Physical Appearance and Sexualization: Scarlet Witch
In the comics, Wanda Maximoff debuted in 1964. She has tan skin, dark brown
(sometimes red) curly hair and wears a red sleeveless bodysuit, a red cape, tights, a red crown
headpiece and tall red boots. Her comic appearance looks most similar to what MCU Wanda
wore in the Halloween special of WandaVision. Making an entrance into Marvel Studios after
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Natasha, Wanda experiences less sexualization than the original Avenger. Even still, her
costuming and appearance play a role in her representation as the second female Avenger.
Similar to Natasha’s color scheme, Wanda’s outfits and aesthetic also appear to be centered
around shades of red and black, being of course, the Scarlet Witch. The first time Wanda is seen
is in a post credits scene in Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014). She is in a prison cell
next to her brother’s cell, wearing gray and worn prison clothes. She has long, dark brown hair,
looks quite exhausted, and is seen levitating blocks within the cell through her hands. She
controls what appears as red orbs of magical energy that is derived from Chaos Magic and
amplified by the Mind Stone. Interestingly, in Avengers: Age of Ultron, her outfits consist more
of black pieces than red, such as with the black dress she wears underneath a red jacket. Before
leaving to stop Ultron with the Avengers, her fast-running brother Pietro finds the jacket in
Natasha’s locker and gives it to his sister, as she is the only other girl on the team. Prior to this,
she wears a red dress under a black leather jacket and black arm bracelets, knee-high ripped
stockings, and black combat boots. Until becoming the Scarlet Witch in 2021’s WandaVision,
Wanda sports a more casual look throughout her earlier film appearances. While her comic
equivalent doesn’t leave much for the imagination and is more sexualized, this isn’t often the
case for MCU Wanda. At the end of Avengers: Age of Ultron she becomes part of the team and
wears an outfit that features a tight-fitting corset and cleavage. Even though Wanda is seen as
beautiful and well-liked in the MCU, having her sexualized seems unnecessary. A corset doesn’t
add anything to her costume’s function or her character as she should be shown wearing
something comfortable and fit for fighting. The need to include it calls into question why this
was a necessary costume choice at all, if not just to sexualize her. In Captain America: Civil War
and Avengers: Infinity War, her outfits are slightly different variations of each other. However,
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what remains consistent among the three movies is the tight-fitting corset, which seems highly
impractical for a hero with powers involving mobility of the hands and body (Whedon, 2015;
Russo & Russo, 2016; Russo & Russo, 2018). Blythe (2018) interviewed Wanda’s actress
Elizabeth Olsen and she spoke about her wishes for Wanda’s costume to be more modest and
covered up a bit more:
It would just not be a cleavage corset. I like corsets, but I'd like it to be higher. Everyone
has these things that cover them—Tessa Thompson does [she plays Valkyrie/Brunnhilde,
a fierce member of elite Asgardian female warriors who serve under the god Odin],
Scarlett does. I would like to cover up a bit. It’s funny because sometimes I look around
and I’m just like—wow, I’m the only one who has cleavage, and that’s a constant joke
because they haven’t really evolved my superhero costume that much. But then you look
at where it started in the comic books and it was a leotard and a headband so…oh, it’s
horrible, it’s so horrible. So at least they know that’s not cool. But then they
made Wonder Woman, you know? And that’s what she’s in. I think of the costumes and
what we have to wear—it’s more about iconic images, because that’s what these movies
are.... I think that's the goal with the costumes, and it's not representing the average
woman.
Olsen got her wish in WandaVision (2021) where she helped design Wanda’s new Scarlet
Witch costume, which features a unique crown, long pants, a sleeveless patterned top to the
neck, and gloves. This outfit was designed with functionality in mind, something not always
given as much attention to for female superheroes (Stinson, 2021). Olsen practiced Wanda’s
movements to get the final outfit. As a result, Wanda’s movements became more natural, fluid,
and fitting to her character having increased control over her chaos magic powers. Perhaps what
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was learned from the treatment of Black Widow was utilized to improve Scarlet Witch. Black
Widow’s outfit was designed to house numerous weapons (guns, batons, gauntlets), but also
showed off her curves and had a convenient chest zipper. Wanda’s outfit was more practical,
whereas Natasha’s outfit centered around looks. This small progression for newcomer Wanda
Maximoff and the ability to have a more practical and functional costume design indicates
movement in the right direction.
Section 2: Relationships with Others
Relationships for Natasha and Wanda play a significant role in their character
development. They also convey their motivations and proximity to others. Both women are
characters for whom their relationships are central to their development and personalities, being
impacted by both the love and loss of the those they care about, including family, friends, and
romantic partners.
Relationships with Others: Black Widow
Natasha Romanoff is a character who often flies solo and marches to the beat of her own
drum, relying on herself above all others. Even so, the relationships she has with numerous
characters reveal much more about her character. Natasha is often present to support or further
the progression of other characters, usually male, and sometimes has her personal strengths
reduced when put among them to convey a specific image. While she is most often a friend and
teammate to those she interacts with, sometimes she reverts to a love interest or takes on a
position to help a male counterpart. When she first enters the MCU in Jon Favreau’s 2010 film
Iron Man 2, Natasha Romanoff works for the male director of S.H.I.E.LD., Nick Fury. However,
her purpose in this film is not only to assist him, but Tony Stark as well, given his declining
health and anti-Iron Man enemies (Favreau, 2010). At first, she feels that Stark is too arrogant
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and reckless for the Avengers, but later becomes a fellow teammate and friend to him. During
the film, she enters Stark’s life at a time when he is on a severe downward spiral, abusing the
power of Iron Man, ruining his relationships, and drinking heavily. To Tony, Natasha or
“Natalie,” her alter ego, seems heaven sent as someone with all of the perfect qualities: young,
attractive, skilled, and lingerie modeling for a male to fantasize about (Favreau, 2010). Natasha’s
function as a person who uplifts the strong male character appears to begin here.
Her next appearance is in the popular 2012 film, The Avengers. Natasha’s interactions
and relationships with other Avengers reveal a lot about her character as well as the impacts
those relationships have on both parties. Specifically, her friendship with the archer Avenger
Clint Barton (a.k.a. Hawkeye) shows that the two have each other’s backs and enjoy a genuine
relationship, like family. We learn that Natasha was a part of the KGB in Russia after her
graduation from the Red Room. Barton made the choice to give her a chance and spare her life.
She remarks, “Agent Barton was sent to kill me. He made a different call” (Whedon, 2012). She
does not exist in this film to further the story of the male characters, but rather to support and
help them as they do her, acting like a team, or the Avengers, should. She recruits Bruce Banner
(“The Hulk”) for the Avengers Initiative in Kolkata to track the Tesseract for his scientific skills,
beginning the start of a friendship and possible romantic relationship down the road (Whedon,
2012). Romanoff is also the reason the Avengers were able to stop Loki, the trickster god of
mischief and adopted son of Odin, as she manipulated him into revealing his plan by pretending
to be emotional. He wants to invade New York and take over the world with everyone
worshipping him as their true god and leader. Natasha begins to tear up about Clint being mind
controlled and makes Loki think he has the upper hand in revealing a vulnerable side of her. She
also talks to Loki about her dark past and how she bonded with Clint, revealing love she has for
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him. In turn, he ends up revealing his plan of using the Hulk for physical damage. By doing so,
Natasha’s discovery leads to Barton being removed from Loki’s mind control. The Avengers
then are able to work together to stop Loki and the alien race of Chitauri from destroying New
York (Whedon, 2012). She works with Tony Stark, Steve Rogers, Thor, Bruce Banner, and Clint
Barton. She is the only woman without whom the Avengers would not be possible, adding a
specific skillset, personality, and fire to the team.
For her third film appearance, Natasha Romanoff is in another male-fronted film, this
time in Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014), to help Steve Rogers and S.H.I.E.L.D. At
the beginning of the film, she and Steve banter a great deal, suggesting a progressing friendship
and a shared sense of humor and playfulness between the two. She even jokes when meeting
him, “I’m here to pick up a fossil” because he was preserved in ice in 1945 at 25 years old, for
66 years until being found in 2011 (Russo & Russo, 2014). There is potential for a romance
between them to be established, as they do share a kiss to distract and make their enemies
uncomfortable, but nothing further than that develops despite early hints (Russo & Russo, 2014).
She keeps talking about Steve trying to date women and repeatedly offers to find him a partner,
but he is reluctant to do so due to his attachment to Peggy Carter. Despite the establishment of
friendship alone with Steve, Natasha isn’t afraid to be flirty when it helps the mission and does
so to secure the engine room and take down all of the men within (Russo & Russo, 2014). The
pair relate to one another, as neither trust the government they work for, and both feel
disconnected from the reality they’re in. Natasha is a closed-off person who has never been able
to be herself or get too close to anyone because of her jobs and past. Steve similarly feels
disconnected from people as he is a man from the past, dropped into a world almost 70 years
later. Both have a hard time connecting with people and forming friendships or relationships, so
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they have a platonic friendship. Later, they become close and have each other’s backs as genuine
friends and teammates. This matters as Natasha is not just a love interest for him but shares a
platonic relationship with a popular male superhero, unexpected for how her character is viewed.
While this film is a part of Captain America’s trilogy, Natasha does play an important
role in it too, using her skills combined with his to take down and find out the truth about the
terrorist organization HYDRA, which has infiltrated S.H.I.E.L.D. from within. Rogers says,
“You know, it’s kind of hard to trust someone when you don’t know who that someone really
is.” To which Romanoff replies, “Yeah. Who do you want me to be?” Rogers answers, “How
about a friend?” (Russo & Russo, 2014). Only while trusting each other, through platonic
friendship and shared teamwork, is their mission achieved. She takes a risk at the conclusion
when she gives Steve and Sam Wilson a file about James “Bucky” Barnes (a.k.a. The Winter
Soldier who Barnes became after being brainwashed and put on ice similar to Steve but was used
to kill people, including Tony Stark’s parents) because she knows how much he means to Steve
as a friend.
The second Avengers film (2015), Avengers: Age of Ultron, is an incredibly important
film for understanding relationships (platonic and romantic) that Natasha Romanoff has with
other characters, especially in a film of vulnerability, complexity, and change for the Avengers.
They have to combat a smart A.I. robot built by Tony Stark and Bruce Banner to fit their egos.
After meeting for the first time in Avengers, Bruce Banner and Natasha become two people with
unresolved feelings for one another, though after the film it is never discussed or addressed.
While spending time at an Avengers’ party, Natasha bartends, flirts with Bruce, and admits her
uncertainty of where their relationship lies, telling him: “He’s not so bad. He has a temper…deep
down he’s all fluff. Fact is, he’s not like anybody I’ve ever known. All my friends are fighters.
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Here comes this guy, spending his life avoiding the fight because he knows he’ll win.” She
continues after Banner says, “Sounds amazing,” with “He’s also a huge dork. Chicks dig that!
So, what do you think – should I fight this? Or run with it?” (Whedon, 2015). Natasha becomes
more vulnerable to exploring how she truly feels about Banner as well as those around her. She
is used to being the one to step in and save the day, to further someone else’s story, and to act as
a good friend when needed, so this new vulnerability and honesty is both refreshing and
revealing. They bond over not feeling in control of themselves: Banner with his powers as the
Hulk and Natasha with her forced sterilization the Red Room gave her, a role she was made to
become. Since society sometimes values women based on their ability to have children and
become mothers, it is important to consider that they both felt like “monsters.” If marriage and
motherhood were paths Natasha could take, it would not be the traditional route of giving birth.
She had a role forced upon her from a young age, while the societal expectations of being
attractive, a mother, and a do-it-all woman was impossible for her to achieve. Their shared
struggles with wanting what they can’t have suggests something more is between them, as the
two talk about leaving everything behind and running away together. Banner even saves Natasha
when she is held hostage by Ultron, the Stark-built robot determined to destroy the world in the
name of peace, but she is not your traditional damsel-in-distress by any means. Natasha is torn
when she admits her feelings for Banner, kissing him and saying, “I adore you, but I need the
other guy,” as she pushes him off a cliff so he can turn into the Hulk and help defeat Ultron the
best way possible (Whedon, 2015). This is the last time the two see each other until Avengers:
Infinity War, as the couple’s story goes elsewhere, but we see more dimension and personality in
Natasha. Not only is she a romantic, but she’s also a great friend.
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Best friend and fellow Avenger Clint Barton (a.k.a. Hawkeye) proves that Natasha is not
simply written to be the attractive girl everyone wants to be with, but rather someone who is an
exceptional friend and influence in many lives. This is revealed when the Avengers need a safe
place to stay from Ultron. Barton takes them to his wife and children at their house, all of which
he has kept from everyone. Besides Nick Fury, his boss at S.H.I.E.L.D, Natasha is the only
person he trusts with that information, going as far as having his kids calling her “Aunty Nat”
and his wife Laura naming their baby “Nathaniel” after her (Whedon, 2015). Later, in the
Hawkeye spinoff show, Barton talks about what Natasha shared with him about her sister. The
depth of this sharing indicates much more than two coworkers who have history together. It
shows that Natasha can have good friends in a mutually fair relationship, in which the bond is as
deep as family. While she is friends with the other four Avengers and additional people as her
story continues, it is Clint Barton who is her best friend.
When the Avengers deal with the aftermath of their teamwork and fighting Ultron in
Sokovia, the team is divided on whether or not the United Nations should have a say in when,
where, and how the Avengers operate in times of crisis. Here, Natasha’s friendships are tested,
but in expected behavior and strength, she goes with what she, not anyone else, feels is right. In
Captain America: Civil War, tensions are high, especially for Natasha as she is on Tony’s side,
not Steve’s, to whom she has just become close. She fights alongside Tony, friend and teammate,
as she too feels guilty for the damage the Avengers have caused inadvertently since their
formation. Regardless of their feelings about the Accords, this doesn’t stop her from being a
good friend because even after she unsuccessfully persuades Steve to switch sides, she still
comforts him during the loss of his love Peggy. When he asks why she came to the funeral she
replies, “Because I didn’t want you to be alone” (Russo & Russo, 2016). It says a lot that she, no
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one else, made it a point to know how he would feel and be there with him. Later, when Steve
Rogers and Bucky Barnes are both wanted men, she takes a huge risk and lets them escape, her
friendship never faltering despite being in trouble herself. While Natasha’s role isn’t large, as the
film is primarily focused on Tony and Steve, she is more than a supporting character. She is not
reduced to a love interest for the attractive male hero, but a hero.
Eleven years after her on-screen debut, Natasha Romanoff fronts her own solo film in
Black Widow, where Natasha’s other family is brought into the light and her past is explored.
While her biological parents are deceased and left a mystery, we learn that Natasha had an
adopted “family” consisting of her father, Alexei or “The Red Guardian,” her mother, Melina
(Black Widow assassin before her time), and her younger, nonbiological sister, Yelena Belova,
who also experienced the same childhood she did in the Red Room, trained against her will to be
a ruthless assassin and fighter (Shortland, 2021). The pair of sisters reunite as adults in Budapest
to free the remaining controlled Widows, taking place between Civil War and Infinity War, and
reunite with their parents to kill the man responsible for the entire Red Room operation. Dreykov
is the overseer of the Red Room and a high-ranking Soviet officer. They also work to free the
numerous other Black Widow assassins who are victims. In a flashback, Natasha, despite being a
child herself, acts as the protective older sister to Yelena when the two are taken away by
Dreykov to become black Widow assassins and weapons for Russia, holding a gun on the adults
trying to grab Yelena and pleading, “I don’t want to go back there. I want to stay in Ohio. You
can’t take her. She’s only six.” This is both frightening and impressive given her age (Shortland,
2021). Overall, the relationships between Natasha and her three family members are very
strained as they were pretending to be a family as a part of their job, despite real feelings and
love being there. Yelena sought the assistance of Natasha after many years to help cure the
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controlled Widows, as she does not have the same people around her like Natasha does, a.k.a. the
Avengers (Shortland, 2021). Natasha and her sister are both deeply hurt by what happened in
their childhoods, with Natasha saying, “You weren’t really my sister.” Yelena replies: “The
Avengers aren’t really your family” (Shortland, 2021). However, through their reunion, the
sisters and their “parents” team up to take down a truly evil and horrid man. Also, the four
become close again and remember what they felt for each other. When strategically taking down
Dreykov, Natasha learns from Melina that her birth mother never stopped looking for Natasha,
but the Red Room overseer had her killed because she cared so much. This comes as a shock
because Natasha tells Yelena earlier, “My mother abandoned me in the street like garbage,” a lie
she was made to believe to become hardened and disconnected, despite her mother loving her
and looking for her (Shortland, 2021). When saying her final goodbye to Alexei, Melina, Yelena,
and all of the other Widows they collectively freed, Natasha says, “It’s funny. My whole life, I
didn’t think I had any family. Turns out I got two,” making her death, her sacrifice for both of
those families and the universe, all the more meaningful and painful. She alone made the choice.
The relationships Natasha has in Avengers: Infinity War reflect her care for others and
willingness to help, after so many years of both harming and saving people. It is her choice to do
good whenever possible. She freed the Avengers, who got in trouble and put in the Raft jail from
disobeying the Accords (a document policing the actions of superheroes to prevent future harm
and casualties) with Steve Rogers. She then travels to Wakanda with him to team up with Black
Panther. The collective goal of everyone is to prevent Thanos (a Titan warlord wanting to
commit massive genocide to stabilize the universe’s resources) from obtaining the Infinity
Stones and having complete control over all of the universe with them. Black Widow, Steve, and
Sam also go to Scotland to defend the couple, Wanda and Vision, as friends and teammates,
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from two of Thanos’ evil children, who are trying to kill Vision for the Mind Stone. She and
Wanda save each other from Proxima Midnight, one of the “children.” Thanos has alien
followers who deem themselves his children and will stop at nothing to help him obtain the
Infinity Stones, even if they will die in the process. Okoye of Wakanda also helps the two
women (Russo & Russo, 2018). Natasha does not have the strength of a god, magic, a suit of
armor, or a super soldier serum to give her an advantage in the fighting. Nevertheless, she
doesn’t hesitate to defend her allies and friends. The love she has for her allies and friends
matter, as it is for them, along with complete strangers, that she sacrifices herself to bring half
the universe back. Natasha is quick to help as many people as possible, trying to make up for her
past and to do what’s right. It is also because she feels in her heart that people are worth fighting
for, always proving that.
The final piece of Natasha’s story which exemplifies her relationships with others and her
Marvel portrayal is in Avengers: Endgame where Natasha makes the ultimate sacrifice to save
half of the universe from death. Natasha is the powerhouse of the Avengers. She has the
strongest motivation to bring back every person that mattered to someone, and to work with
people across the world and the universe to keep the team she believed in running. It is she who
pushes everyone to bring back the universe that was snapped from existence by Thanos. This is
her method of coping, but Barton’s method was taking on a new, revenge driven alter ego called
“Ronin” and killing organized crime members to deal with the loss of his wife and three children
(Russo & Russo, 2019). They were part of half the universe that was turned to dust by Thanos
succeeding with his plan, all vanishing into thin air and being gone for five years. Later, she does
something else, not just for the universe, but for him, too, wanting him to be a husband and
father still for his family, and choosing to take her own life irreversibly, not his, in order to
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retrieve the Soul Stone. She pleads with him to let her go, reassuring that it’s okay. Clint says,
“Tell my family I love them,” to which she replies, “You tell them yourself,” as both of their
minds are made up to be the one to end their life in sacrifice for the Soul Stone (Russo & Russo,
2019). It is Natasha though, who leaps off of the cliff at Vormir, choosing to sacrifice her life for
the good of the universe. She does this to bring those who were dusted back to their lives and
families, despite having two families of her own. While Tony’s sacrifice of using the Infinity
Gauntlet (with all of the stones) is rewarded through a great funeral, Natasha is briefly mourned
and she does not receive a ceremony, suggesting that the value placed upon male heroes and
their sacrifices is seen as greater than those of a female hero. It was Natasha who felt in her heart
that Thanos had to be stopped and if they could do something at all they should try, saying,
“Tony, we have to take a stand” (Russo & Russo, 2019). Like Tony, she, too, was a founding
Avenger, leading them for five years in the absence of many. Tony chose to leave that life
behind to have a daughter, Morgan Stark, with Pepper Potts, his now wife.
Table 1: Natasha Romanoff’s Relationship to other original four Avengers

Friend
Love Interest

Tony Stark

Steve Rogers

Clint Barton

Bruce Banner

Thor Odinson

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Relationships with Others: Scarlet Witch
Wanda and Pietro Maximoff enter the MCU as an inseparable package duo of two
powerful and bonded fraternal twins. Compared to the rest of the Avengers, the two may be the
youngest during Age of Ultron, at around 25-26 years old. Hawkeye, estimated to be forty-four,
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calls them kids throughout the movie and tries to help them as a mentor figure. The pair has been
together all of their lives since they lost their parents to bombings and survived with each other
at age 10. When Pietro sacrifices himself to save Hawkeye and an innocent boy, it is revealed
that he has taken many bullets to the chest and dies as a hero in Age of Ultron. Since he is
Wanda’s best friend and all she has in the world, the grief she faces is enormous and causes her
to seek support from the Avengers, specifically being on a new team lead by Steve Rogers and
Natasha (Whedon, 2015). Vision also joins the Avengers, and he comforts Wanda after Pietro’s
death. The two become close friends. During her early interactions with the Avengers, she
initially hates and does not trust Tony Stark, as it was weapons from Stark Industries that caused
her parents’ deaths in Sokovia. She remarks, “Ultron doesn’t know the difference between
saving the world and destroying it. Wonder where he gets that from” (Russo & Russo, 2015).
She is mentored by Natasha and Steve at the end, being a part of a new team of Avengers
consisting of her, Vision, Sam Wilson (Falcon), and James Rhodes (War Machine). This team
she is a part of includes people who are not fully developed as heroes yet or sure of their
identities. Therefore, working together helps Wanda begin to find her place and to have platonic
friendships as well. No longer will there be just one strong and powerful woman on the team
with Wanda now joining. Still, there are three new male members joining a team primarily
composed of men. Wanda can find a female mentor in Natasha and leadership and support from
Steve and Clint.
Being mentored by Captain America and Hawkeye, Wanda allies with Steve Rogers on
his side of the Sokovia Accords. This side of the argument opposed the Avengers being policed
by the government to determine when they can and cannot act against danger. She takes this
opportunity to stand up for what she believes in and is often supported by Vision. Wanda’s

Tavares 35
connection with Vision only strengthens their relationship as friends and then romantic partners.
This is key to who Wanda is, stepping more into her own through the confidence her relationship
with Vision provides. While she is still understanding and dealing with the consequences of her
manipulation, reality bending, and telekinetic powers as a witch, she tells Vision, “I used to think
of myself one way, but after this, I am something else. And still me, I think” (Russo & Russo,
2016). His confidence in her and her place in the Avengers is tested when she ends up
accidentally harming many Wakandan humanitarian workers. While containing an explosion to
save Steve from being killed, she throws it upwards, and it goes off. Despite being locked in the
Avengers tower for her “protection,” she escapes to join the conflict. She still fights alongside
Steve against Tony but at the end starts her life with Vision. After getting a taste of Avengers’
living, Wanda chooses to try to have some semblance of a “normal” life, pursuing a romantic
relationship with Vision, traveling the world in hiding as they are wanted. Still, they try to make
the most of the time they have together, as Wanda has dealt with so much chaos and hardship for
so long. This is her attempt at having a somewhat normal life with the man she loves, despite it
being difficult.
In Avengers: Infinity War, because of the events of Civil War, she and Vision have spent
two years together as a couple and in hiding. Their relationship is the most developed and
somewhere in between the films, they have gotten together and established a strong romantic
relationship. If not for their connection, Wanda may not be in the same position and feel as loved
and cared for. Wanda is faced with the choice of saving Vision and his Mind Stone and seeing
him killed by Thanos or destroying the Mind Stone and killing Vision so Thanos cannot obtain
it. Heartbreakingly, Wanda uses an impressive amount of her chaos magic to hold off Thanos
with one hand and to kill Vision to get rid of the Soul Stone. Experiencing ultimate grief, Vision,
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the love of her life, is killed twice in front of her and had the Mind Stone brutally ripped out of
him by Thanos. Even though she is a newcomer to the Avengers, she is powerful enough to be a
seasoned member. She may be the most powerful as she is the only one besides Tony to come
close to harming Thanos, which is incredibly difficult to do. After seeing Vision die twice,
Wanda is dusted, but appears to be relieved as she is to be reunited with Vision in death. Wanda
does return after the snapped half is recovered in Avengers: Endgame where she attends Tony
Stark’s funeral alongside everyone that knew him. Neither Vision nor Natasha, whom she cared
for, receives a funeral or the same remembrance as Tony, noting their unfair treatment. Natasha,
the first female Avenger, and Vision, the first AI Avenger, were treated with less importance.
While at the funeral, she shares a moment with her former mentor and friend, discussing
the loss of Vision and Natasha. Barton wishes the two would know they brought everyone back
and won, to which Wanda replies to him, “She knows. They both do” (Russo & Russo, 2019).
From this moment forward Wanda’s grief begins to permeate her existence and affect her other
relationships, too. What Wanda faces causes her to deal with her emotions, recognize the
strength love has in her life (even when intertwined with loss), and allows her to learn more
about who she is as a person.
The entire premise of the WandaVision show revolves around the powerful bond and
relationship Wanda and Vision shared, becoming better people through each other. However,
this Vision is one that Wanda created entirely through her own reality manipulation magic. The
show is about Wanda’s extreme loss and grief over Vision’s death, causing her to create a false
encapsulated reality in which to live out the life she wanted with him, children and all.
Interestingly enough, their two sons were truly hers. While Wanda and Vision could and did not
have children, Wanda is so powerful, she creates two real children through her magic. Wanda
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has a domestic fantasy, and her vision of happiness is the nuclear family of her, her husband, two
sons, and her brother. Wanda combines the idea of having a traditional domestic life with being a
powerful, independent, and strong superhero, despite both being unable to work at the same time
for her. Like Natasha, she is another woman within Marvel that desires a life expected for a
woman with traditional femininity, even donning the housewife role she saw in her childhood
sitcoms. She could not have this life she wanted since Vision was dead and they could not
physically have children. In the case of Natasha, that choice was taken from her via forced
sterilization before she even could decide if she wanted a family, while she was still a child.
Male leads like Iron Man and Hawkeye have families in a different way. Tony Stark has
a child, Morgan, with Pepper Potts and takes time after from his superhero role to raise her
before his death. Clint Barton has three children with his wife Laura and keeps his job as
separate as he can from them, though it is sometimes unavoidable and impossible. Like Natasha
and Wanda, Bruce Banner can never have a true family, physically and mentally, since he is
always combatting his position with the Hulk. Thor has the responsibility of Asgard, his
kingdom, and his troublesome brother Loki, but has a love interest of Jane Foster. Even Captain
America went back in time to live the life he always wanted, aging normally with a fulfilled life
as Steve Rogers with Peggy Carter. Wanda’s fantasy appears to stem from having a life of love
and stability, though using a great deal of power to keep everything operating smoothly fell apart
for her. The only way her fantasy could occur was through magical manipulation and heartbreak.
Female heroes like Wanda and Natasha have an even harder time having a family compared to
Tony Stark or Clint Barton. The women are similar to Bruce Banner, facing similar obstacles.
Within WandaVision, the idea of the scenery around them (home and the rest of the town)
transforming from decade to decade is based on the relationships she had with her parents and
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brother as a child (Shakman, 2021). They bonded together and learned English from sitcoms,
which were Wanda’s favorite thing as a child, as well as a form of escapism. She reverted to that
as an adult as a source of control and comfort, though she was not fully aware of what she was
doing. When confronted by Vision throughout their time in Westview, she tells him, “This is all
for us, let me handle it,” despite knowing deep down it isn’t really him (Shakman, 2021). What
really got to Wanda was the loss of her brother Pietro, who was a best friend to her. Wanda’s
powers saved her and her brother when they were children. He was all she had for a long time.
Despite her struggle, Wanda also finds a new friend in Monica Rambeau, who does not want to
see Wanda vilified and tries to help her despite Wanda’s initial hesitancy. She informs Wanda
that with the loss of her own mother, if she held the same power, she would likely do the same.
However, innocent people are being harmed in the process, as Wanda is mind controlling every
resident of Westview against their will to adapt to her fantasy (Shakman, 2021). A false version
of Pietro shows up in Westview and this highlights how much she really misses him. Wanda still
has not gotten over her grief of both Pietro and Vision, briefly seeing the deceased body of
Vision and fake Pietro (“Fietro”) with bullet holes in his chest (Shakman, 2021). This is expected
for someone with PTSD to experience such images. In a flashback to their time spent together in
the Avengers compound, Wanda and Vision discuss grief. Wanda shares how she worries it will
someday take over her completely. This does happen, of course, in WandaVision, but Vision
said, “But what is grief if not love persevering?” showing the amount of love she had for every
single person she lost (Shakman, 2021). After unleashing her true identity as Scarlet Witch and
having to take down Westview for good, Wanda has to say a heartbreaking goodbye to Vision
and their superhero boys, Billy and Tommy. Her identity becomes more than just a superhero.
She is now a wife, mother, and potentially a villain as she begins to unlock her full potential as
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Scarlet Witch. As they tuck them in and say goodnight one final time, she says, “A family is
forever. We could never truly leave each other if we tried,” suggesting this is not the end of
them. “We will say hello again,” says Vision and this may be true since the White Vision
(Vision’s deconstructed and deceased body built with new consciousness by S.W.O.R.D.) was
given all of Vision’s memories and made real. “You are the piece of the Mind Stone that lives in
me…You are my sadness and my hope. But mostly, you’re my love,” Wanda tells him
(Shakman, 2021). Wanda is tremendously impacted by the relationships around her, showing her
as a complex and honest human being that deals with love, life, and loss as we do. The superhero
genre is one that relates to people when they are just like us, dealing with life’s complexities and
emotions. Wanda is a well-loved female character for the strength she to deal with her past
trauma and losses, but also because of the love that carries her through. She is a female hero that
people want to finally see happy for once, as her arc has solely been difficult. Many wonder
when she will receive peace like male heroes do.
Section 3: Identity and Power
The concept of identity for both Natasha Romanoff and Wanda Maximoff reflects their
character progression and their role as powerful women in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. The
two women both struggle with what defines them, past or otherwise, and must decide for
themselves which identity is truly who they are. Neither character is strictly black or white, as
multiple instances occur that would label them as heroic or villainous, often shifting.
Identity and Power: Black Widow
Natasha Romanoff is a character who becomes one of the original six Avengers and
comes into her own as a woman who has been defined through identities. When recruiting Stark
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and Banner under the orders of Fury, Natasha is already on becoming an original Avenger before
the others. While she is a part of the original six Avengers and the formation of the team, she is
only woman of the founding members. In Marvel Comics, it is actually the Wasp (Janet Pym and
her daughter Hope van Dyne), but the creative choice was to have Black Widow take on that role
in the MCU. Natasha struggles with her identity and what it means to her throughout her time as
an Avenger, stating in The Avengers, “I’ve got red in my ledger. I’d like to wipe it out”
(Whedon, 2012). This references all of the bloodshed she has experienced or caused herself, the
past crimes, and wrongdoings she feels she needs to set straight. It is through this and the
movement away from the Black Widow assassin identity established in the Red Room, Natasha
feels she can come into her own.
When discussing her past in The Avengers, Natasha explains, “Before I worked for
S.H.I.E.L.D.…I made a name for myself. I have a very specific skill set. I didn’t care who I used
it for, or on. I got on S.H.I.E.L.D.’s radar in a bad way,” noting her entry into the operation
(Whedon, 2012). This was also because Barton chose to save her life and became her friend too.
Natasha is highly skilled at dancing, fighting, driving, flying, stealth, being a spy, going
undercover, and performing difficult jobs for others. This is due to her time in the Red Room
where creator Dreykov noted that Natasha, even as a child, “had fire in her,” making her stand
apart from the rest of the trained Widows (Shortland, 2021). In Captain America: The Winter
Soldier, it is Natasha who helps Steve take down HYDRA from within S.H.I.E.L.D. and uploads
information to expose them while making herself vulnerable as a result (Russo & Russo, 2014).
Without Natasha’s skills and quick thinking, the situation may not have gone according to plan.
She also becomes a friend to Steve and reveals a tender side of herself when her boss Nick Fury
fakes his death. Out of everyone who he could ask in S.H.I.E.L.D. or the Avengers, Nick chooses
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Natasha because, “Agent Romanoff is comfortable with everything” (Russo & Russo, 2014).
Despite this claim, she is not always comfortable. She struggles learning that the organization
she trusted had lies from within, “When I first joined S.H.I.E.L.D., I thought I was going
straight. But I guess I just traded in the KGB for HYDRA. I thought I know whose lies I was
telling, but…I guess I can’t tell the difference anymore.” She is able to take down the leader of
HYDRA within S.H.I.E.L.D., Alexander Pierce, by disguising herself carefully as a World
Security Council member. She even holds her own before the United States Senate to defend her
and Rogers for their actions. She does what she believes is right, recognizing that although her
past remains, she constantly helps and saves people. Natasha’s development as this kind of
person serves as a positive depiction of female superhero representation, since she comes into
her own and it is a part of her character to do what is right.
This is also true in Avengers: Age of Ultron, where Natasha is heroic and tries to save
every person in Sokovia from harm. She becomes more vulnerable and complex as a character in
this film, as a glimpse into her past is revealed. Her forced sterilization and the trauma she has
because of that shows that the identity forced upon her by the Red Room is not who she is. She
didn’t have control over her own life, body, and choices to have children for a very long time,
asking Bruce in an intimate moment, “You still think you’re the only monster on the team?”
(Whedon, 2015). Wanda’s brief mind control triggers these visions of the Red Room and
highlights also that Natasha is still grappling with her past, not fully coming to terms with her
identity. At the end of this movie, however, Natasha becomes more of a person who guides and
helps those dealing with identities as well. She and Steve, good friends, lead and train a new
team of Avengers who are new to becoming heroes: Sam Wilson (Falcon), James Rhodes (War
Machine), Wanda Maximoff, and the Vision (Whedon, 2015). For some time, this gives her

Tavares 42
purpose and utilization of her past experiences for good and to help a cause she cares about. Her
identity and powers are strengthened by having more ownership over her present, not her past.
In Captain America: Civil War, Natasha is on the side of the Sokovia Accords Tony is
on, despite being good friends with Steve as well. This side felt that the Accords were necessary
as the Avengers did cause harm with the good that they produced over the years whether
everyone liked it or not. It makes sense that Natasha would feel some of that guilt due to her own
experiences and involvement despite the Avengers having intentions of saving the world. Even
when on opposite sides, Natasha still is a friend and Avenger. She holds her own despite Tony
and Steve being the central focus and primary characters. When Ant-Man and she are fighting,
he says, “Look, I really don’t want to hurt you,” to which her reply before completely beating
him is, “I wouldn’t stress about it” (Russo & Russo, 2016). She meets and connects with
T’Challa and is the only one who seems to comfort Steve during a challenging time. She even
allows Steve and Bucky, who are considered now criminals, to escape Secretary of State
Thadeus Ross. She too has to go into hiding and is on the run for a while for the choices she
made for others. If anything, Natasha is repeatedly a selfless character and always offers a
supporting role to others, mostly men, before she puts her own wants and needs first. This is a
common trope seen with female heroes that was a central part of Natasha’s character, as the
majority of her time in the MCU was spent assisting Russia, the United States, fellow Avengers,
and even half the universe.
When in hiding, Natasha continues to offer her skills and help, this time to her younger
sister and fellow Black Widow assassin, Yelena Belova, whose mission is to completely take
down the Red Room. In her reasoning as to why she became an Avenger she says she was
“trying to be more than just a trained killer,” to be more than what so many saw her as for years
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(Shortland, 2021). Here, Natasha can be thought of as operating for herself, but the motivations
behind it are for her, Yelena, and all of the other girls whose lives were forever and forcibly
changed by an abusive man. Although the Black Widow film is considered Natasha’s film, most
of the attention is given to Yelena, Taskmaster (Dreykov’s daughter who Natasha accidentally
harmed), Melina, Red Guardian, and even the other Widows. Even in her own film, Natasha was
slightly sidelined to make way for the new face of Marvel’s next phase. While being Black
Widow as an Avenger is a part of Natasha’s identity, the Widow past is one that so many women
in the world experienced. Natasha recalls her “mother” Melina’s saying from when she was a
child, “Your pain only makes you stronger,” which was something she carried with her for years
(Shortland, 2021). Natasha also finds out how much she is really loved in this film, despite the
dark confrontation of her past. She finds her childhood family of Melina, Alexei, and Yelena, but
also has her family among the Avengers. Going from thinking she had no one to two families,
shows her character’s growth and identity as someone who is considered family to many. A great
motivation and strength in Natasha’s character is her love of her families, and the love she
receives from them. It is a part of who she is, but unfortunately never gets to be happy with
either one since she passes way. Despite all of that and the takedown of the Red Room with her
family, Natasha never stops helping people she cares about. Between here and Avengers: Infinity
War, she and Rogers break out the arrested Avengers from prison.
Her identity in Infinity War is a strong Avenger and friend, always providing help and
support where it is needed, seeming to move forward, and having closure with her past. Not only
does she travel to Wakanda to fight Thanos, but she, Steve, and Sam defend Wanda and Vision
from two of Thano’s children in Scotland who are trying to kill him for the Mind Stone. She
shares a moment with Wanda, as they save each other as well as Okoye (head of Wakandan army
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and General of the Dora Milaje, Wakanda’s group of elite female warriors) (Russo & Russo,
2018). It is not until five years later audiences see Natasha step into the role of a true leader. In
her last appearance, Avengers: Endgame, it is Natasha who picks up the pieces when no one else
does and continues to help the world and beyond. With half the universe and her fellow
Avengers gone, given up, or hiding away, Natasha becomes the leader of the Avengers and
communicates with many people during that time. Even with that, she still feels she isn’t doing
enough and has the responsibility with the power she has to bring anyone dusted back to life. She
does not feel she has paid for her life, saying: “I used to have nothing. Then I got this. This
job…this family. And I was…I was better because of it. And even though…they’re gone…I’m
still trying to be better” (Russo & Russo, 2019). She holds herself to a high standard and cannot
help but to do what she feels in her heart is right: “Even if there’s a small chance that we can
undo this, I mean, we owe it to everyone who is not this room, to try” (Russo & Russo, 2019).
Natasha makes the ultimate and final sacrifice to come full circle, by choosing to sacrifice herself
to obtain the Soul Stone and restore the Fallen. She says goodbye to her best friend and takes her
own life for others. It is perhaps the only way she can “make up” for the parts of her she wasn’t
proud of. This includes her time in the KGB, harming people as part of her job, and as an
Avenger, where mistakes have been made even when the world was saved in the process. It is as
though the Natasha Romanoff part of her needed to overpower the Black Widow side of her.
Identity and Power: Scarlet Witch
Wanda Maximoff enters into the Marvel Cinematic Universe through an end-credit scene
in the 2014 movie Captain America: The Winter Soldier with her brother Pietro as uncredited
cameos for Elizabeth Olsen and Aaron Taylor-Johnson. However, she truly begins to have her
identity established in the 2015 film Avengers: Age of Ultron and intertwined with her brother’s.
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Her identity here is a survivor of Sokovia attacks that killed their parents when they were just ten
years old, but also a HYDRA volunteer who survived mutations via the Mind Stone that gave her
telekinetic and telepathic powers (Whedon, 2015). She is introduced as an antagonist, siding with
the accidently crafted Ultron, a machine looking to create peace by slaughtering many, making
her portrayal darker and more sinister. However, with the realization of what means Ultron
would take to achieve peace, Wanda and Pietro decide to help the Avengers and save innocent
people in Sokovia, coincidentally, from being harmed. Her identity and powers become tied to
her brother. His powers came from exposure to the Mind Stone, while hers were amplified by it
and already apart of her. After the loss of Pietro and her choice to become an Avenger, Wanda’s
identity is a newcomer uncertain of her powers and place. She is extremely powerful with her
chaos magic and manipulation yet has a hard time dealing with the deaths she unintentionally
caused in Sokovia, trying to help Steve and the civilians. She confides in Vision and sees how
many people are painting her as a villain because of this (Whedon, 2015; Russo & Russo, 2016).
In Avengers: Infinity War, Wanda and Vision have spent two years together and in hiding, as an
established and “regular” couple. Her potential is not fully reached until WandaVision after she
returns in Endgame. The greatest understanding and instances of Wanda transforming and
defining her identity is found in WandaVision. The entire reason for Westview and the
broadcasts is a result of her immense grief. Her powers form everything about the reality,
including Vision, the mind control, and the scenery. It takes an extremely powerful being and
witch to do this, but only the strongest. The entire time her story and development lead up her
power and identity as the Scarlet Witch being unleashed, not just being a HYDRA experiment
survivor, a Sokovian, or an Avenger.
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As the charade of Westview begins to come to an end, Agatha Harkness, a fellow witch,
forces Wanda to uncover how she was powerful enough to create the Hex in the first place. It is
also revealed that when Wanda agreed to the HYDRA experimentation with the Mind Stone, she
could see into the future of her destiny. In her interaction with the Mind Stone, the powers she
already had inside her were amplified and a silhouette of the Scarlet Witch was visible to her.
The Scarlet Witch astral form was above her, while she, still just Wanda got a glimpse of it. She,
of course, did not know what this was or meant yet. Only by confronting her past, her grief, and
relieving some of her hardest memories forced by Agatha, Wanda chooses to define herself as
the Scarlet Witch. While Agatha has acknowledged it before Wanda did, it is Wanda’s
acceptance and decision to embrace the identity that seals the deal. She tells Agatha, “I don’t
need you to tell me who I am,” as Agatha was just looking to steal her powers (Shakman, 2021).
Wanda no longer needs anyone and relies on herself as the Scarlet Witch once her family is
gone. However, she uses the power of the magic book, the Darkhold, to become even stronger. A
sinister feeling is conveyed with the most recent appearance of Wanda, the Scarlet Witch. After
apologizing for the pain that she has caused, Wanda admits to Monica, “I don’t understand this
power, but I will,” indicating her dedication and curiosity of this new strength (Shakman, 2021).
Her identity is left to be further explored by herself and her alone, perhaps as a villain.
A large part of the comic version of Wanda Maximoff (and her brother Pietro) that
Marvel Studios has not included is the Romani heritage she has. While the siblings are
considered mutants and Romani-Jewish in the comics, their story had to be changed slightly
since Marvel and X-Men had separate licenses until recently. The X-Men are featured in Marvel
Comics and crossovers with the Avengers in comics have occurred. This meant legally Wanda
and Pietro’s backstory couldn’t involve them being mutants or in “The Brotherhood of Evil
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Mutants in X-Men” (Kwong, 2022). In the comics, the story went that their adoptive parents
Marjya and Django Maximoff were Romani, while their true mother was Romani, and their
mutant father Magneto was Jewish and one of founding members of X-Men. Their character arcs
and identities greatly depended on their heritage because much of their mistreatments were
because of their powers and heritage – something that was not present in the MCU (Kwong,
2022). Fans noted that in Captain America: Civil War, in Wanda’s room there is a cross, which
felt like an insult to the heritage that the studio already erased. In addition, Wanda and Pietro
volunteered themselves to be experimented on by HYDRA, through which they received their
powers, and which was led by Nazi villain Red Skull. They later learned how harmful the
organization was and didn’t wish to represent that. Still, many felt the damage had been done,
especially since being Jewish and Romani was central to their comic identities (Kwong, 2022).
We are left to wonder how this would have played out for Wanda’s identity, power, and for the
overall representation of women (specifically Jewish women) if no changes were made. Scarlet
Witch actress Elizabeth Olsen is neither of those heritages, so while many enjoy her portrayal of
the hero, others feel that not casting a Romani or Jewish actress was a loss for representation
(The Mary Sue, 2021). Since the groups are already marginalized, perhaps focusing on groups
underrepresented in superhero media, Marvel should consider including them in their roster.
Discussion
What Does the Representation of Black Widow Mean?
The analysis of the spanning progression of Natasha Romanoff, from Iron Man 2 to
Avengers: Endgame suggests that Marvel’s portrayal of women is not black and white. There
were many positives about Black Widow, but also things that seemed to set us backwards. What
was once considered a compliment for female characters is now considered an insult as there is
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so much more to a character than beauty and appearance. The change in Natasha’s story is highly
evident of this. Natasha Romanoff’s story was completed with her death in Endgame, and it is
unlikely she will be present in the MCU besides in alternate versions in the animated show What
If? This show asks viewers to ponder the question, “What if?” in reference to various scenarios
in the MCU where some detail was changed to result in alternate timeline or reality. Some
alternative scenarios include Natasha being alive or passing in a different way depending on the
larger circumstances. What she left behind is the legacy of the first female Avenger and the
passing of the mantle to her younger sister, Yelena Belova. Yelena is a character who is
considered to be the next Widow, though her introduction was quite different from her
predecessor; Natasha was sexualized, whereas Yelena is not. In addition, Natasha, alongside
many of the first female superheroes, will serve as a base model and inspiration for future
women. Future characters would benefit from her stronger traits, the meaningful and often
platonic relationships she had, and the ownership she gained later over her life. That is a positive
direction for the representation of women, rather than the oversexualization, objectification, and
reduction to an assisting character for the sake of men. Young girls and women, Marvel fans,
have proclaimed their love and support for Black Widow, a character that reminds them to be
powerful and to stand up for themselves. (NBC News Young Leaders in Journalism, 2022). This
is hero that clearly understands how they are viewed by others and decides to take ownership and
weaponizes that to serve herself and those she cares about best. It is part of her strength and
inspires so many. Natasha also paved for the way for another female hero who came soon after
her, Scarlet Witch.
What Does the Representation of Scarlet Witch Mean?
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Wanda Maximoff’s depiction in the MCU was considered to be a mix of favorable and
unfavorable. A large part of this stems from the character’s comic book origin including a
Romani heritage, alongside her brother. While Wanda could be considered a win for strong
female representation, it may simultaneously be a loss for Jewish fans seeing an important part of
Wanda whitewashed. Since much of Romani representation in media is small or considered
problematic, the choice not to include this part of Wanda’s background has been met with some
dislike. Still, many favor the personal growth journey and strong relationships of love Wanda has
had with a lot of people in her life. Despite a great deal of love and loss, Wanda Maximoff
somehow moved forward and is a character many have rooted for. It calls into question why
female superheroes seem to have to undergo great trauma and loss, trying to be happy for so long
while facing so many obstacles. It can somewhat reinforce the stereotype that a female hero can
have one or the other, her family/relationships or her superhero role, but not both as she is
expected to put the fullest attention into only one. Fans wish to see her happy and wonder when
it will be her turn for a happy ending. Wanda, in comparison to the first female Avenger Natasha,
did not experience nearly the same amount of objectification and sexualization. Olsen was more
involved in creating Wanda’s costumes for functionality rather than sex appeal. Wanda stood on
her own despite losing her family and loved ones, showing that this female hero still persists. It
also reflects the desire many women have to fight for their families or those they love. Wanda’s
domestic fantasy derived from her childhood love of sitcoms and the nuclear family she lost. It is
something to consider that Wanda’s vision of happiness involves domestic family living while
being a superhero. Wanda displays a mother and wife’s love, and the power she has to create a
life for her family, protecting Vision and their two superhero boys, no matter what the cost.
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Wanda’s story has not come to an end and is still moving forward. She will be a focal
character in the upcoming May 2022 film Doctor Strange and the Multiverse of Madness in
which Dr. Stephen Strange seeks her assistance in dealing with the open multiverse. While the
film is not out yet, it might change the fate of Wanda as we know it and the direction she goes in,
as many believe she is being corrupted by the Darkhold. Wanda becoming an antihero or even a
villain can change the way Marvel portrays both heroes and villains, especially when it comes to
female characters. In addition, Wanda’s new costume, seen in images and trailers, does not
appear to sexualize her, covering her body and suggesting a more progressive view of female
superheroes to come. Overall, due to her powers and identity as Scarlet Witch, Wanda is
considered one of, if not the, strongest of the Avengers. Therefore, what Wanda says about the
representation of women in Marvel is that the company does seem to increasingly respect women
and value their portrayals. She is seen as both a loss in some ways, especially with her lack of
Romani-Jewish heritage and in a win in others. Mixed with criticisms, Wanda is well-loved by
male and female fans for her strength and power.
The Future of MCU Women – Moving Forward
With the mantle of Black Widow being passed on and Scarlet Witch’s story only just
beginning, it is clear that Marvel will move forward with more female characters as well as other
underrepresented groups. The idea of only white male heroes being the focal of the Marvel
universe is changing with Black, Latinx, queer, old, young, and more women in greater roles. A
lot of positive progress has been made for female superheroes in the MCU with the character
growth and strength of Black Widow and Scarlet Witch. Additionally, newcomers like Captain
Marvel (Carol Danvers), The Wasp (Evangeline Lily), Valkyrie, Mantis, Sharon Carter, Photon
(Monica Rambeau), Miss America (America Chavez), Ms. Marvel (Kamala Khan), Hawkeye

Tavares 51
(Kate Bishop), and many more, provide hope that a diverse, complex, fair, and authentic
portrayal of women will soon become a reality. Including strong women does not fall under the
narrative of “identity politics;” rather it is simply creating characters that feel more authentic and
relatable to the everyday woman. Statements by the actresses playing the characters can have a
positive impact on how changes are made. The representation of women in superhero films,
especially from a company that is dominating the entertainment industry in popularity and
income, has the potential to shape media. Hollywood diversifying and broadening their actresses
works in the favor of so many. A new generation of girls and women may feel empowered and
confident by seeing themselves through the heroes they are inspired by. So much good has been
done with what Marvel has started, but only time will tell if they follow through with their plans.
Conclusion
In this research, my goal was to thoroughly assess two of Marvel Studios’ most impactful
and longest-running female superheroes, Black Widow and Scarlet Witch. By analyzing the
women with the greatest amount of screentime, progression, and storylines, we can better
understand how Marvel represents its featured women and women. For some time, it seemed as
though Natasha existed strictly through the male gaze and in a sexist way. As her character
progressed over the years, she become well-loved and a symbol of empowerment for women.
She emphasized the importance of family and how the past doesn’t define you. In addition, she
showed that female superheroes can rise above the sexualization and fight for themselves.
Sexualization of male and female heroes is prevalent in superhero media but doesn’t have to be.
Male characters like Steve Rogers, Matt Murdock, and Thor are some men who have
experienced sexualization, having unrealistic body ideals placed upon them. Male and female
superheroes deal with this issue but in different ways requiring further exploration and study.
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This first female Avenger paved the way for future characters, including Scarlet Witch,
who is one of the most popular characters as of 2022. Wanda is an extremely powerful hero who
has been heavily affected by trauma and loss, as many women deal with, but like Natasha, her
storyline shows that women aren’t yet allowed to have the best of both worlds. By unpacking
these two fan-favorite characters, the way Marvel has portrayed women in the past, present, and
future is revealed. It also shows how future generations of women will be impacted by these
portrayals. Men all of ages are very likely to find a male character they look up to, are
empowered by, and relate to. So much of superhero merchandise has been marketed towards
men, but they are not the only fans. If women are put on an even playing field as men, they may
become empowered and find heroes on-screen and in themselves. More encouragement and hope
will follow to inspire women to follow their dreams and to know they are capable of anything
they set their mind to. Marvel has been given an important job and has the power to become
more inclusive to groups of people who have been underrepresented or unfairly represented.
This project has several limitations. It was restricted by the fact that only two female
characters were analyzed, but male characters in depth for comparison were not. Additionally,
Marvel’s content published first on Netflix, Freeform, and other platforms feature strong female
leads and heroes, but these pieces of media were not considered “canon” until very recently.
Therefore, these women have the opportunity to be assessed as the tone and style differ greatly
from Marvel’s other media. Marvel is continuing to put out new media. Analyzing many
characters, perhaps ten, men and women, including people of color could greatly expand our
understanding of Marvel’s representation of women and other minority groups. A future area of
study could include how male superhero characters are being sexualized and portrayed, such as
with characters like Steve Rogers and Thor. Other strong women a part of the Marvel that could
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be analyzed include Carol Danvers, Peggy Carter, Monica Rambeau, Valkyrie, America Chavez,
the Ancient One, Gamora, Nebula, Jane Foster, She-Hulk, Okoye, Shuri, Sersi, Makkari, Sprite,
Thena, and many more every month. Also, textual analysis has a limited analytical scope, so
future researchers could conduct interviews, focus groups, or surveys to further explore audience
attitudes about these representations. The content is still considered extremely new, so the
research is not yet there.
Marvel Studios is currently expanding and changing every day with new developments
always taking place. The future of Black Widow could change, and the direction that Scarlet
Witch’s character is going is unknown for certain. As more characters become introduced,
analysis of them over a multi-movie or show span could help further this argument. Additionally,
Marvel Studios only recently celebrated the first ten years of their success in 2018. The company
is at an early stage, as are the findings of this research working within that time frame. Hope
remains present among scholars who haven’t ruled out positive change for women in superhero
movies, and specifically the MCU, will be achieved. As of 2022, more Marvel films and TV
shows are preparing for release, featuring more female characters and characters of color. It may
be taking a long time in comparison to how male superheroes have been treated but can be
overcome if made a priority. Diversification with Marvel in the genre doesn’t just stop at
representing women and other marginalized groups. The genre must change as the world around
us does, including new and modern plot lines not built upon patriarchal formulas, removing
stereotypical or harmful tropes, and new heroes and villains than we’ve seen on screen so far. If
we look to the recent developments in Marvel, the long-awaited call for equality may finally be
answered.

Tavares 54
References
Abad-Santos, A. (2019, March 11). Captain Marvel: How Brie Larson and Marvel beat a sexist,
bad-faith boycott. Vox. Retrieved May 3, 2022, from
https://www.vox.com/culture/2019/3/8/18254584/captain-marvel-boycott-controversy
Alexander, J. (2012, August 31). Where Are All the (Good) Female Superhero Movies?
TIME.Com. Retrieved March 10, 2022, from https://ideas.time.com/2012/08/31/where-areall-the-good-female-superhero-movies/
Ameter, J. (2019). Gender Portrayal in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. URJ-UCCS:
Undergraduate Research Journal at UCCS, 12(2), 53–59.
Baer, A. (2020, June 2). The Not-So-Secret BDSM History of Wonder Woman. OPB. Retrieved
May 3, 2022, from https://www.opb.org/radio/article/wonder-woman-bdsm/
Blyth, A. (2018, April 27). Elizabeth Olsen On Her Avengers: Infinity War Corset, Her Talented
Sisters, And Non-Human Dating. Elle. Retrieved March 23, 2022, from
https://www.elle.com/culture/movies-tv/a20088230/elizabeth-olsen-scarlet-witchavengers-infinity-war/
Barrett, G. (2018, July 6). Marvel feminism: Real or comic fantasy? BBC News. Retrieved
March 10, 2022, from https://www.bbc.com/news/newsbeat-44643477
Bone, C. (2022, May 2). Every Peggy Carter Appearance in the MCU So Far. We Got This
Covered. Retrieved May 3, 2022, from https://wegotthiscovered.com/movies/everypeggy-carter-appearance-in-the-mcu-so-far/
Burton, J. (2021, June 12). How Much Did Disney Buy Marvel for and When? Newsweek.
Retrieved April 13, 2022, from https://www.newsweek.com/how-much-did-disney-buymarvel-when-mcu-1599404

Tavares 55
Cox, C. (2015, April 24). Chris Evans Jeremy Renner Age of Ultron Sexism Rape Whedon. The
Mary Sue. Retrieved April 8, 2022, from https://www.themarysue.com/grossvengers-ageof-dolton/
Darom, N. (2019, August 13). Commentary: The sexist demand on female superheroes: Save the
world and look hot. Chicago Tribune. Retrieved March 10, 2022, from
https://www.chicagotribune.com/opinion/commentary/ct-opinion-superheroes-womenmarvel-sexism-20190813-gm7uzushznadfb56wbxp6cgbae-story.html
Draycott, B. (2021, March 30). Maneater: why the ‘femme fatale’ is more destructive than
empowering. The Oxford Blue. Retrieved April 13, 2022, from
https://www.theoxfordblue.co.uk/2021/03/30/maneater-why-the-femme-fatale-is-moredestructive-than-empowering/
Favreau, J. (Director). 2010. Iron Man 2 [Film]. Paramount Pictures.
Gerard, M., & Poepsel, M. (2019). Black Widow: Female Representation in the Marvel
Cinematic Universe. Polymath: An Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences Journal, 8(2), 27–
53.
Harrison, S., Carlsen, A., & Škerlavaj, M. (2020, February 13). Marvel’s Blockbuster Machine.
Harvard Business Review. Retrieved April 13, 2022, from
https://hbr.org/2019/07/marvels-blockbuster-machine
Hood, C. (2020, May 23). Iron Man 3’s Original Villain Plan (& Why It Was Changed).
ScreenRant. Retrieved April 4, 2022, from https://screenrant.com/iron-man-3-villainoriginal-plan-script-changed/
Jenkins, H. (2006). Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New York: New
York University Press.

Tavares 56
Joffe, R. (2019). Holding out for a hero (ine): An examination of the presentation and treatment
of female superheroes in Marvel movies. Panic at the Discourse: An Interdisciplinary
Journal, 1(1), 5–19.
Kwong, A. (2022, January 25). The MCU’s Scarlet Witch has one huge inaccuracy. ULTRA.
Retrieved April 13, 2022, from https://ultranyc.com/mcu-scarlet-witch-inaccuracy/
May, C. (2015, June 23). The Problem with Female Superheroes. Scientific American. Retrieved
April 15, 2022, from https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-problem-withfemale-superheroes/
Muszynski, E. (2016). The Sexualized Nature of Female Superheroes from 1940 to 1980: A
Journey through Time, Comic Books, and the Women ’s Liberation Movement. Legacy,
16(1).
https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/legacy/vol16/iss1/4?utm_source=opensiuc.lib.siu.edu%2Fleg
acy%2Fvol16%2Fiss1%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
Nash Information Services, LLC. (2021). Box Office History for Marvel Studios Movies. The
Numbers. https://www.the-numbers.com/movies/production-company/MarvelStudios#:%7E:text=Announced%20%28Undated%29%20%20%20%20Release%20Date
%20,Galaxy%20Vol%203%20%2048%20more%20rows%20
NBC News Young Leaders in Journalism. (2022, January 6). Black Widow: Why Girls Are
Lining Up To See a Superhero Film. Medium. Retrieved May 3, 2022, from
https://medium.com/@nbcnewsylij/black-widow-why-girls-are-lining-up-to-see-asuperhero-film-1e440d6966f7
Net Worth Spot. (2022, March 1). Marvel Studios Net Worth and Earnings (April 2022).
Retrieved April 4, 2022, from https://www.networthspot.com/marvelstudios/net-

Tavares 57
worth/instagram/#:%7E:text=Marvel%20Studios%20has%20an%20estimated%20net%2
0worth%20of,Studios%20is%20really%20worth%20much%20more%20than%20that.
Robinson, A. (2021, June 15). Scarlett Johansson on the Sexualization of Natasha Romanoff and
Why It Took 10 Years to Make ‘Black Widow.’ Collider. Retrieved March 23, 2022, from
https://collider.com/black-widow-movie-scarlett-johansson-interview-sexualization/
Russo, A. & Russo, J. (Directors). 2014. Captain America: The Winter Soldier [Film]. Marvel
Studios.
Russo, A. & Russo, J. (Directors). 2016. Captain America: Civil War [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Russo, A. & Russo, J. (Directors). 2018. Avengers: Infinity War [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Russo, A. & Russo, J. (Directors). 2019. Avengers: Endgame [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Schneider, S. (2016, October 6). The First Female Comic Book Superheroes in History.
ScreenRant. Retrieved March 15, 2022, from https://screenrant.com/first-female-comicbook-superheroes-in-history/
Shakman, M. (Director). 2021. WandaVision [TV series]. Marvel Studios.
Shortland, C. (Director). 2021. Black Widow [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Smith, N. (2019, March 6). Captain Marvel: Female-led superhero film labelled “perfunctory”
by critics. BBC News. Retrieved March 10, 2022, from
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts47467921#:%7E:text=Captain%20Marvel%3A%20Femaleled%20superhero%20film%20labelled%20%27perfunctory%27%20by,Panther%20and%
20Wonder%20Woman%20were%2C%20according%20to%20critics.

Tavares 58
Stinson, K. (2021, March 14). How Elizabeth Olsen Helped Design WandaVision’s New Scarlet
Witch Costume. ScreenRant. Retrieved March 23, 2022, from
https://screenrant.com/wandavision-scarlet-witch-costume-elizabeth-olsen-design-input/
The Learning Network. (2019, March 14). What Students Are Saying About: Female
Superheroes, Being Left Out and Their Dream Homes. The New York Times. Retrieved
May 3, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/learning/what-students-aresaying-about-female-superheroes-being-left-out-and-their-dream-homes.html
The Mary Sue. (2021, February 2). WandaVision Has an Opportunity to Acknowledge Wanda’s
Romani Heritage. Retrieved April 13, 2022, from
https://www.themarysue.com/wandavision-wandas-romani-heritage/
The Wealth Record. (2022, January 3). Marvel Net Worth 2022, Wiki, Revenue, Founders.
TheWealthRecord. Retrieved April 8, 2022, from
https://www.thewealthrecord.com/celebs-bio-wiki-salary-earnings-2019-2020-20212022-2023-2024-2025/other/marvel-net-worth/
Tillman, M. (2021, March 24). Marvel’s Black Widow gets a new 2021 release date for both
Disney+ and theatres. Pocket-Lint. Retrieved April 8, 2022, from https://www.pocketlint.com/tv/news/disney/156274-marvel-black-widow-new-2021-release-date-for-disneyplus
Whedon, J. (Director). 2012. The Avengers [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Whedon, J. (Director). 2015. Avengers: Age of Ultron [Film]. Marvel Studios.
Whitten, S. (2022, March 4). From Michael Keaton to Ben Affleck, Batman’s legacy at the box
office means big bucks. CNBC. Retrieved April 13, 2022, from
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/03/03/batman-box-office-keaton-affleck-pattinson-bale.html

Tavares 59
Zachary, B. (2018, October 8). BBC America Study Finds Kids Want More Female Superheroes.
CBR.Com. Retrieved April 13, 2022, from https://www.cbr.com/bbc-america-study-kidsfemalesuperheroes/#:~:text=Boys%20want%20to%20see%20more,to%20see%20more%20fem
ale%20superheroes

